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ABSTRACT

Christopher M. Bagwell, Ed.D., University of South Alabama, December 2022. A Case
Study of Practitioner Perceptions on the Online Transition of Student Support Services at
a Mississippi Community College. Chair of Committee: Peggy M. Delmas, Ph.D.

The study explored how practitioners perceived the transition to online student
support services at a Mississippi community college during the COVID-19 pandemic.
The study utilized the qualitative research approach of a single case study to gather data.
Data was collected through open-ended surveys designed to acquire and interpret
perceptions on an array of research questions. Forty-one administrators and staff
participated in the study. The researcher employed hierarchical coding to narrow the data
into themes. Subsequent rounds of coding and peer review were conducted to develop
two principal themes of technology and institutional/personal preparedness. Kotter’s
Change Model was utilized to evaluate participant perceptions of the institution’s
transition to virtual and online environments during the pandemic and how those actions
were used to mitigate personnel and student challenges. Data from participants are
synthesized to advance the scholarship focused on the experiences of higher education
and the COVID-19 pandemic. The themes of Technology and Personal/Institutional
Preparedness emerged. Additionally, responses from administrators focused on
institutional challenges and staff members identified personal struggles in adapting to
online and virtual environments. The study concludes by offering recommendations for
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future research, propositions for policy and practice initiatives, and limitations to the
current study.

x

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

During the spring of 2020, the United States joined other countries experiencing
the effects of the COVID-19 global pandemic (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention [CDC], 2020). As the virus spread, states evaluated how the virus affected
their populations and began announcing restrictions and closures. On March 19, 2020,
Mississippi Governor Tate Reeves signed an executive order that closed all state public
schools. The closure was intended to last only four weeks (Dixon, 2020), but Reeves later
signed an additional executive order to shutter all institutions for the remainder of the
spring semester (Bologna, 2020). This closure included all state public universities,
colleges, and community colleges. Based on enrollment averages from the previous five
spring semesters, the closures impacted 65,614 community college students across
Mississippi (Mississippi Community College Board [MCCB], 2021). For most
Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) in the state, this closure coincided with spring
breaks. In an effort to develop long-range plans to address the COVID-19 pandemic,
colleges and universities lengthened their spring break sessions by an additional one to
two weeks. During that time, IHEs made the decision to shift all teaching and support
functions to an online format for the remainder of the semester. This included student
support services. Educators and institutional administrators were scrutinized by state and
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community stakeholders for how successfully and easily these conversions went.
Scrutiny was especially high at the community college level because of the inherent
needs, such as the lack of academic preparedness and higher education social capital, of
the student populations served.
Community colleges hold an important position in the American higher education
landscape. The emergence of the United States community college system has provided
both access to higher education, as well as workforce training, for a population not
seeking a bachelor’s or professional degree or looking to reenter the workforce with a
different career (Beach, 2010). For all levels of higher education, attainment of degrees
and credentials serves as a measurement for student success. These measurements often
serve as a general baseline metric for judging the effectiveness of institutional programs
and initiatives. Administrators are constantly evaluating programs and services that
support all populations in their efforts to achieve and increase student success and degree
attainment. Services that provide support are critical in mitigating any challenges students
may face outside of the classroom. Support services provide a much-needed
informational bridge and roadmap for students lacking prerequisite knowledge to
navigate higher education. Disrupting access to support services can unintentionally
create barriers to success for underrepresented student populations. In order to mitigate
such obstacles, institutions should limit such interruptions whenever possible. The
closure of schools and the transition to online student support services as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic became an inevitable interruption.
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Problem Statement
Institutions of Higher Edication, while typically on the cutting edge of research
and philosophical thought, are not entities that move quickly or welcome change (Ali,
2020; Caruth & Caruth, 2013; Grawe, 2018). Oftentimes, large-scale shifts in course
offerings, delivery methods, and student interactions are reactive rather than proactive.
Higher education scholars and instructors are often resistant to change and are reluctant
to diverge from the traditional educational process (Fink, 2013). Caruth and Caruth
(2013) further explain that, “In institutions of higher learning, it is the highly educated
and autonomous professorate, not administrators, who generally control the fundamental
practices of the academy” (p. 13). Resistance to change exists at the community college
level as well. While community colleges work hand-in-hand with community
constituents to establish partnerships and increase the number of educated workforce
members, those institutions do not quickly shift from traditional instructional models or
student interaction methods (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).
When the COVID-19 pandemic became an imminent threat to the traditional
educational process, IHEs were forced to rethink how they would address student needs
in a time where physical proximity to others was considered dangerous (Guth, 2020).
Teaching and learning endeavors shifted to online environments that saw instructors
converting traditional, face-to-face classes and operations to virtual courses with remote
student participation. In a survey conducted by the American Council on Education
(ACE) regarding COVID-19’s impact, 92% of presidents from both four-year institutions
and community colleges reported spending increases for technology and online teaching
formats (Turk et al., 2020). Additionally, challenges arose around engaging students and
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providing comparable online educational experiences as related to traditional lecture and
hands-on courses. The American Council on Education also reported that 63% of
surveyed institutions experienced an enrollment decline of greater than 6% for the Fall
2020 semester, as compared to the Fall 2019 semester and a further reduction of
undergraduate admissions applications for the Fall 2021 semester (ACE, 2020, 2021).
Student support services practitioners were challenged to find ways to engage and
help students virtually so that underrepresented student populations, which rely heavily
on those offerings, could still have access to assistance. The chief concern of university
and college presidents during the pandemic was how to address the mental health needs
and concerns of their students (ACE, 2020, 2021; Taylor, et al., 2021; Turk et al., 2020).
As the pandemic crisis continued into the 2020-2021 academic year, institutions
confronted how they would balance student needs and public safety with concerns for
institutional infrastructure. Institutions began offering their classes on a spectrum of faceto-face, hybrid, and completely online formats. Institutional leaders were also challenged
to address the added financial strains from expanding technology and learning
infrastructure needs (Turk et al., 2020). Addressing these challenges has led
administrators to express concern for the financial viability of their schools (Taylor et al.,
2021).
The transition to online environments was a weighty consideration for community
colleges due in large part to the unique needs of their students. Research has indicated
that community colleges are a primary entry point to higher education for
underrepresented student populations (Aulck & West, 2017; Chrystal et al., 2013; Jabbar
et al., 2019; LaSota & Zumeta, 2016). This is due in large part to the limited social
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capital in regard to higher education at their disposal. This lack of social capital, or
intrinsic knowledge, hinders students’ ability to navigate colleges and universities (Jabbar
et al., 2019). To overcome that deficit, students from underrepresented populations rely
heavily on the student support services offered by community colleges. During the initial
phase of the pandemic, leaders at many institutions realized that these support services
should not be interrupted. Disruption to those efforts could stifle the educational
momentum of students in need of the support services. Institutional leaders knew that
interruption would lead to decreased retention and degree attainment.
It is rare to find an event that would result in an indefinite shuttering of most, if
not all, college and university campuses nationwide. There have been times when natural
disasters, calamities, or acts of terrorism have caused educational interruptions for
particular institutions for a defined period of time. The COVID-19 pandemic was the first
time all U.S. IHEs were faced with the same problem and largely reacted the same way.
Traditional brick and mortar institutions were forced to convert their in-person classes
and services to completely online formats (Hess, 2020; Smalley, 2021). These institutions
had limited experience in the transition to such a method of operating (Hart et al., 2021;
Johnson et al., 2020; Seltzer, 2020a). Administrators developed plans for the transition
and were tasked with evaluating if these transitions were successful and truly aided their
students. In looking further into this process, administrators were confronted with the
possibility of certain student populations being adversely impacted or neglected as a
result of the transition. Negative outcomes would result in an interruption from receiving
personal and educational assistance. Further, how did those administrators assess the
impact or usefulness of transitions to online formats?
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Purpose of Study
The purpose of this case study was to explore community college administrators’
and staff’s perception of transitioning to online student support services during the
COVID-19 pandemic at a rural Mississippi community college. Specifically, the
investigation focused on the level of student support that the institutional offices reported
that they maintained throughout the use of online initiatives during the COVID-19
pandemic. The researcher gathered perceptions in relation to the plans and programs that
were launched by institutional student support services administrators and practitioners.
Potential participants included those at the level of vice president, dean, director, or
coordinator based on their level of involvement with online student support services. The
study focused on the student support services which include, but are not limited to,
orientation, admissions, financial aid, advising, student engagement, learning support
services, and veteran/military affairs.

Rationale and Significance
Community colleges have become a focal point for the evaluation of institutional
effectiveness based on degree completion (Lumina Foundation, 2015; Romano & Eddy,
2017). They have also become popular with federal agencies interested in international
comparison of degree completers due to their ability to produce graduates for workforce
entry and to prepare students for transfer to universities (D’Amico et al., 2014; LaSota &
Zumeta, 2016; The White House, 2009). According to the American Association of
Community Colleges (AACC; 2021), 6.8 million credit earning students were enrolled in
American community colleges during the Fall 2019 academic semester. This comprised
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almost 40% of the 19.6 million higher education students nationwide for that term
(National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], n.d.). During the same semester, public
Mississippi community colleges enrolled 72,652 students compared to 77,154 students at
their state, public four-year counterparts (MCCB, 2021; Mississippi Public Universities
[MPU], 2020). By those numbers, Mississippi community college enrollment comprised
48% of all attending learners. Community colleges also offer a unique setting for
researchers as they are comprised of a diverse student body with many populations of
interest, such as minority students, low socioeconomic students, first-generation students,
and non-traditional students (Aulck & West, 2017; Jabbar et al., 2019). For example,
students of color comprised 54% of the national community college enrollment and
47.9% of Mississippi community college enrollment during the Fall 2019 semester
(AACC, 2021; MCCB 2021).
With such a large percentage of underrepresented student populations attending
community college, interruptions in academic and social support would be particularly
detrimental to both students and institutions. A failure to support those students most in
need of social capital would hinder their retention and degree completion. Specific to
these challenges, many institutions regard all of their students as being on equal initial
footing and do not put an emphasis on engaging them both socially and academically.
These assumptions often result in impersonal and surface level advisement and attention
(Tobolowsky et al., 2014). Given the current state of higher education and its response to
the COVID-19 pandemic, institutional administrators should recognize and accept that
traditional educational operations may never return to the old ways of doing things
(Seltzer, 2020a). Any interruption of services and support that would impact retention
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and completion efforts would add to the institutional concerns of maintaining enrollment
numbers with the birth dearth on the horizon (Grawe, 2018). According to the Higher
Education Demand Index and research by the Western Interstate Commission on Higher
Education (WICHE), projections of future birth rates and potential college eligible
students have been declining for several years (Grawe, 2018; Western Interstate
Commission on Higher Education, 2020). During the COVID-19 pandemic, fertility/birth
rates have declined more than projected and further impacted the 2038-2039 enrollment
projections (Kearney & Levine, 2020; Seltzer, 2020b).
The ability to deliver wrap-around assistance for students will provide an
opportunity for a competitive edge for community colleges over the universities in the
future as populations begin to decrease. Further, results from this study may help assist
administrators in assessing if transitioning to a virtual environment to provide support
services could be utilized during other times of crisis that would threaten to shutter the
doors of the institution. The study will also add to the literature and data on the
community college student population, specifically as it relates to assessing and
addressing student needs in a virtual environment.

Role of the Researcher
The researcher has worked in community colleges for 17 years and is an
administrative director of one of the student support services offices that was studied in
this research. As such, the investigator has the ability to understand industry vernacular in
order to attribute shared meaning for the analysis section of this study. It was anticipated
that rapport between the researcher and participants will be quickly established, as they
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will share a common experience of the actions under analysis. All administrators,
including the researcher, have taken part in the implementation of online student support
services at the institution and have participated in the evaluation of those initiatives.
The researcher employed an observer-as-participant approach to the study
because of the insider nature of his professional position. The researcher held the initial
belief that the data may reveal that the institution included in the study will prove that the
institution and its personnel were not prepared for such a swift transition into an online
environment. As such, a bracketed data analysis model was used to mitigate any bias or
held assumptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As a participant, the author has a vested
interest in the findings and perceptions of those taking part in the study, as they will lead
to both expansion of the literature and potentially the implementation of initiatives for
student success.

Research Questions
Community colleges present an intriguing opportunity to study how institutions
provide services to support underrepresented student populations during their educational
journeys. For the purpose of the study, underrepresented student populations included
students of color, students from low-socioeconomic backgrounds, and first-generation
students (Daniels et al., 2019; Lane, 2017). Student services personnel interact with these
learners throughout their academic career and these interactions are not limited to the
classroom environment. With that in mind, the study sought to answer the following
question: How did student services practitioners experience the transition to online
support student services during the period from April 2020 – August 2021 (RQ)?
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Sub-questions:
The following sub-questions were developed to explore the perception of the
professionals with the transition experience:


How did the student services practitioners' reported level of administrative
responsibilities influence their experiences of the transition to online support
student services (SQ1)?



What infrastructure deficits were reported to be discovered that had to be
addressed in the transition to online student support services (SQ2)?



What personnel challenges were reported to be discovered that created
barriers to the transition to online student support services (SQ3)?



Which student groups were reported to be adversely affected by the transition
to online student support services (SQ4)?



How can the current transition initiatives be implemented in order to mitigate
any future losses (SQ5)?

Overview of Methodology
The study utilized a bounded case study at a single community college to
investigate the perceptions of the transition to online student support services by
practitioners. Case studies are advantageous to use in higher education research as they
allow the exploration of a specific case (entity) in the context of what is being studied
(Baškarada, 2014; Elsahn et al., 2020). Additionally, case study methodology allows for
flexible structure that can be adjusted to the researcher’s needs (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Yazan, 2015). Literature has identified case study as an appropriate methodological
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approach for researchers conducting research in their own environments as insiders,
particularly in higher education (Floyd & Arthur, 2012; Mercer, 2007; Trowler, 2011).
Over the years, case studies have been utilized to investigate student groups and activities
in the community college setting (Cejda & Kaylor, 2001; Kubala, 2000; Ornelas &
Solorzano, 2004; Wheeler, 2012). The study was bounded by time, location and
participation. First, it was bounded by the time period from April 2020 to August 2021. It
was also bounded geographically by a specific Mississippi community college and by the
personnel that facilitate student support services at that institution.

Assumptions
The study was conducted with the following a priori assumptions:
Assumption 1: Student services personnel participants will participate and provide
information in an open and honest manner. All data or anecdotal evidence shared will be
accurate and pertinent to the purpose of this study.
Assumption 2: Student services personnel participants will evaluate their
transition plans and implementations constructively and offer accurate, unbiased opinions
regarding their degree of success.
Assumption 3: Data collection will focus on how student services personnel
experienced the integration of online student support services during the COVID-19
pandemic. It is assumed that support services would change to meet student needs as the
pandemic progressed.
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Delimitations
The study investigated the student support services online transition at one of the
13 community colleges in the state of Mississippi. For the purpose of this research, the
institution will assume the pseudonym Magnolia Community College (MCC). This
institution was chosen as it is representative of the 13 state community colleges which
operate in a unified governing system and experienced state-mandated closures and
reopening efforts due to the COVID-19 pandemic equally. Additionally, the institution
was chosen as a sample of convenience because the researcher is employed there within
the area studied. Further, this institution has student populations that are similar in most
measurable demographics to other community college institutions in the state and region.
This case study focused on the online transition which took place during the early stages
of the pandemic through the entirety of the following academic year, April 2020 through
August 2021. The study focused on the experiences of institutional student services
personnel during the online transition and the subsequent support activities that occurred.
These administrators were tasked with developing and initiating the transition to online
student support services and were able to provide first-hand knowledge of their
institutional transition efforts.

Limitations
The study was limited by the participation of student services personnel.
Moreover, not all colleges and universities have transitioned identical programs to an
online environment. Therefore, comparison of service conversion results may be limited
to those described in this study. This limitation also included the use of shared
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terminology in the course of application of findings. Just as institutions vary by type and
location, verbiage used to describe student groups and services may vary from school to
school. Lastly, the study was conducted within the state community college system in
Mississippi; thus, the application of findings may be limited to institutions with similar
demographics and population sizes.

Definition of Terms
The following definitions for the terms listed below will be used as reference for
the study. While the list of definitions is not all-inclusive, they are defined according to
their use in this study.
Community college: Community colleges are public or private regionally
accredited institutions that are commissioned to prepare students for both university
transfer and entry into the workforce through career-technical programs and to award
associate degrees as its highest degree (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).
COVID-19 (Coronavirus or SARS-CoV-2): According to the Centers for Disease
Prevention and Control (2020), COVID-19 has been identified as a pneumonia-type
infection of unknown origins that was first observed in the Wuhan region of China.
Hybrid classes: Per Mississippi Community College Board (MCCB, 2020)
guidelines, “hybrid courses are defined as those courses with less than seventy-five
percent (75%) of student contact hours provided on-line” (p. 37).
Online classes: Online courses are course offerings that are facilitated entirely in
an online or virtual environment.
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Student Services/Affairs personnel: Those individuals who hold leadership and
practitioner positions within the community college.
Student Support Services: Any service or department whose interaction with
students is designed to mitigate challenges to accessing and persistence in higher
education. For the purpose of this study, these services and departments included, but
were not limited to, admissions, financial aid, enrollment services, advisement, student
success, military/veterans services, student activities/life, and recruitment.
Traditional/face-to-face classes: Course offerings in which instruction is provided
in-person in traditional locations that include classrooms, shops, labs, and practicum
locations.

Summary
The case study investigated the perceptions of academic professionals who
provide student support services at a Mississippi community college. This study is
significant as two-year institutions provide much needed access to higher education for
underrepresented and underprepared student populations. Interruptions to support
services can create unintentional barriers to student achievement and persistence. The
following chapters will provide background information on the salient topics, outline the
methods for the study, provide data findings, and suggest implications and usage of the
discoveries from the study.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The purpose of this case study was to explore community college administrators’
perception of transitioning to online student support services during the COVID-19
pandemic at a rural Mississippi community college. In order to establish the relevance of
this research, this chapter will highlight and analyze current literature to illuminate
existing discussions and establish gaps. The review of literature will include the history
of the American community college system with special attention paid to the Mississippi
community college system, enrollment trends, student needs, and the impact of disruption
to higher education.

Conceptual Framework
The COVID-19 pandemic created a movement of change across the landscape of
higher education. During the spring of 2020, “more than 1,300 colleges and universities
in all 50 states canceled in-person classes or shifted to online-only instruction” (Smalley,
2021, p. 1). This had a direct impact on more than 14 million students and the instructors
and schools charged with providing them an education (Hess, 2020). Evaluation of such a
change requires a model that can organize and label the different stages of change.
Kotter’s (2012b) change model provides an appropriate lens with which to frame the
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study and to investigate this deviation from normalcy. Kotter’s model identifies eight
steps that organizations must go through in order to introduce change (Kang et al., 2020;
Kotter, n.d., 2012a, 2012b). According to Pollack and Pollack (2015),
Kotter’s eight stage process of creating a major change has been recognised as
one of the most well-known approaches to organisational transformation, as the
mainstream wisdom for leading change, and the most compelling formula for
success in change management. (p. 51)
The eight stages are “(1) Create a sense of urgency… (2) Build a guiding coalition… (3)
Form a strategic vision for change… (4) Communicate the vision… (5) Remove
obstacles… (6) Create short-term wins… (7) Consolidate improvements… (8) Anchor
the changes” (Kang et al., 2020, p. 2). This model has proven useful in studying
organizational change as it relates to faculty and the instructional functions of IHEs
(Kang et al., 2020; Wentworth et al., 2018). However, the traditional use of the model
was to investigate change effect over an extended period of time and described change in
generalities. Pollack and Pollack (2015) found that Kotter’s original model did not
adequately describe the intricacies of navigating change or provide guidance for quickpivoting change. Appelbaum et al. (2012) identified that the original model was presented
as a rigid approach to studying change not applicable in all contexts where challenges to
the change being implemented created complications and use of the model stymied
research efforts.
As technology advanced, Kotter realized that his change model would need to be
amended to reflect the pace at which industry was evolving. Kotter (2012a) remarked,
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We cannot ignore the daily demands of running a company, which traditional
hierarchies and managerial processes can still do very well. What they do not do
well is identify the most important hazards and opportunities early enough,
formulate creative strategic initiatives nimbly enough, and implement them fast
enough. (p. 46)
As a counter to the traditional hierarchy, Kotter (2012b) posited the introduction of a
network system to operate concurrently to recognize and capitalize on change
opportunities. The network system would put the focus on leadership over management
and empowering those that are being led. Kotter (2012a) revised his eight stages of
change in order to account for the rate of technological changes as,
1. Create a sense of urgency around a single big opportunity… 2. Build and
maintain a guiding coalition… 3. Formulate a strategic vision and develop change
initiatives designed to capitalize on the big opportunity… 4. Communicate the
vision and the strategy to create buy-in and attract a growing volunteer army… 5.
Accelerate movement toward the vision and the opportunity by ensuring that the
network removes barriers… 6. Celebrate visible, significant short-term wins… 7.
Never let up. Keep learning from experience. Don’t declare victory too soon… 8.
Institutionalize strategic changes in the culture. (p. 51-56)
The new model segued from the original in that leadership did not always have to come
from top management and that the eight steps could now operate simultaneously rather
than linearly (Petersen & Bartel, 2020). A visual review of Kotter’s original and revised
change model is presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Kotter’s Change Model Comparison
Kotter’s Change Model
Original

Revised

Structure
Fluid, Cooperative, Operates
Rigid, Top Down Model, Linear
Simultaneously
Stages
Create a sense of urgency around a single
big opportunity.

1

Create a sense of urgency.

2

Build a guiding coalition.

Build and maintain a guiding coalition.

Form a strategic vision for change.

Formulate a strategic vision and develop
change initiatives designed to capitalize
on the big opportunity.

Communicate the vision.

Communicate the vision and the strategy
to create buy-in and attract a growing
volunteer army.

5

Remove obstacles.

Accelerate movement toward the vision
and the opportunity by ensuring that the
network removes barriers.

6

Create short-term wins.

Celebrate visible, significant short-term
wins.

7

Consolidate improvements.

Never let up. Keep learning from
experience. Don’t declare victory too
soon.

8

Anchor the changes.

Institutionalize strategic changes in the
culture.

(Kang et al., 2020, p. 2)

(Kotter, 2012a, p. 51-56)

3

4

Higher education institutions and their constituents often do not welcome
opportunities for change. Petersen and Bartel (2020) noted that many in academia are
afraid that change will lead to a loss of status or positions of expertise. They suggested,
“Many would rather be certain of the outcome in their current situation than risk loss or
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failure by trying something different, even if there is a high probability the change’s
outcome will produce more favorable results” (Petersen & Bartel, 2020, p. 47). The
COVID-19 pandemic created an immediate need for change. Davis et al. (2021)
illustrated an environment where faculty and students alike had to quickly transition to an
online environment that, while not new to higher education, created new challenges and
needs for emergency virtual settings. When looking at the situation through the lens of
both of Kotter’s models, the need for an easy transition online created urgency to adapt.
Further, institutional structures provided inherent guiding coalitions, strategic plans, and
communication mechanisms. The revised model provided guidance for the study’s
research questions.

Community College History

The American Community College System
The history of the American community college closely resembles the
development of public universities in the United States in their establishment,
governance, and expansion. Community colleges began their development with the
moniker of junior colleges. Early institutions can be traced back to the mid-1800s with
the first official junior college being established by William Rainey Harper as Joliet
Junior College (IL) in 1896 (Beach, 2010; Erdman & Ogden, 2000). These new
institutions were initially created in association with local high schools as a way to
provide undergraduate students additional preparation for entering universities, avenues
to participate in professional training, and exposure to focused research above the high
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school rigor. While regional community college governing bodies existed to provide
oversight, the first national organization, the American Association of Junior Colleges,
formed in 1920 and provided the first recognized definition of junior colleges as schools
where instruction coincided with the first two years of collegiate level material (Beach,
2010; Vaughn 1985). Moving forward, the development of the American junior college
would be guided by its evolving place in the educational hierarchy and the changing
focus of is mission.
From the beginning, scholars and legislatures have debated the community
college’s efficacy in creating paths to access and attainment of higher education in order
to improve a student’s social and socioeconomic standing. Research (Beach, 2010;
Wattenbarger & Witt, 1995) reported that early California’s junior colleges positioned
themselves within the state educational system between the compulsory high school open
to all students and the university for the elite scholars. Additionally, early American
junior colleges were identified primarily by their terminal degree offering for vocational
programs. This notion of the terminal vocational credential was a focal point that both set
the community college in a unique position within higher education and pigeonholed it as
it evolved and redefined itself over the last century. While university transfer preparation
remained a constant mission of junior colleges, many universities felt that the majority of
students intending to transfer to the senior level would be better served with vocational
terminal degrees and serving society in semiprofessional or paraprofessional roles
(Beach, 2010; Brint & Karabel, 1989). Brint and Karabel (1989) identified the university
perspective of junior colleges as
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a means of diverting students away from the university into an upward extension
of the high school. Thus protected from those clamoring for access, the university
would be free to pursue its higher tasks of research and advanced professional
training. (p. 25)
This perspective would be pervasive throughout the development of junior colleges.
The evolution of the mid-twentieth century junior college saw the rise of
embracing growth and redefining its image as reflected by community need and support.
Both the Truman Commission Report of 1946 and the Carnegie Commission of Higher
Education of 1970 highlight this focus on community involvement and backing as a way
of addressing the goal of supporting social mobility (Beach, 2010; Gilbert & Heller,
2013). These confirmations would lead to junior colleges changing their moniker to
community college to reflect their involvement in their local communities. This
connection to the local environment continued to have as much influence on curriculum
and program offerings as input from four-year institutions and state departments of
education was having. While this made the institutions extremely responsive to changing
educational needs, it became difficult to articulate formal definitions of mission and
purpose as they related to these schools.
This struggle to define community colleges persists in large part due to the
continued open admissions policies and the wide variety of curriculum offerings and
formats (Beach, 2010). The open admissions policies created an avenue for traditionally
underrepresented (non-white minorities) students to enter higher education and a means
to socioeconomic mobility (Romano & Eddy, 2017). An inherent ethical dilemma arises
from the desires to meet the needs of increasingly scholastically underprepared students
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and to maintain academic rigor to prepare university transfers and highly skilled
professionals. Beach (2010) highlights how this dilemma places today’s community
colleges in a unique position:
They had been asked, on the one hand, to meet the individual needs of
educationally underserved and disadvantaged students. On the other hand, they
had also been asked to train skilled workers for national economic development.
Plus, they were asked to accomplish both of these missions while serving the
larger community, and on a shoestring budget with a mostly contingent
workforce. This conflict in goals led to a mismatch between three competing
interests: what was best for the community college as an educational institution,
what was best for the national economy, and what was best for individual
students. (p. 39)
Despite this dilemma, the modern two-year institution continues to be a focal
point for the higher education landscape. Topper and Powers (2013) reported that 21st
century community colleges are receiving new federal funding and focus to improve
equitable outcomes to correspond with their open access admissions policies. The authors
also call attention to the increasing percentage of non-traditional students seeking college
completion opportunities. As a result, according to Topper and Powers (2013),
community colleges are forced to balance two competing aims: preparing students
statistically more apt to complete a degree (traditional students) and supporting those in
the most need (non-traditional students). Further, Fann (2013) argued holistic solutions to
this quandary may not be within reach as school policies and procedures are governed
and influenced at the local and state levels providing a multitude of recommendations and
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solutions. As such, institutions are placed in a predicament of being both “gateways to
opportunity and gatekeepers from mobility” (Topper & Powers, 2013, p. 6) for the
communities they serve. Even in balancing current pressures and constraints, the
American community college system and individual institutions continue to be a
democratizing agent for society (Schudde & Goldrick-Rab, 2015).
Community colleges have become a prominent member of the higher education
landscape, enrolling almost 50% of all undergraduate students in the United States
(Chase-Mayoral, 2017). The two-year educational model with strong connections to local
community and industry needs has gained global popularity (Treat & Hagedorn, 2013).
Chase-Mayoral (2017) identified that “the community college model fills a unique
educational void that contributes to the investment in and development of both social and
human capital in communities in the United States and worldwide” (p. 8). The creation of
such institutions globally works to foster the areas, communities, and countries they serve
both locally and on the international stage. However, the degree to which the American
community college model is incorporated into other parts of the world is still in question.
Evaluations show that each country and/or educational system chooses the applications
that best fit their immediate needs and may not put importance on the general education
of the populace (Chase-Mayoral, 2017).
The Mississippi Community College System
Many of the current Mississippi community colleges began as residential
agricultural high schools in the first decade of the 1900s (Fincher et al., 2019; Young &
Ewing, 1978). The establishment of an institutionally defined system did not take place
until state legislation was passed in 1922 and 1928. The Mississippi community college
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system is credited for having the first state-wide association with each county assigned to
school districts and funding coming from county taxes (Fincher et al., 2019; Young &
Ewing, 1978). The legislation provided for particular spending requirements in the areas
of library and curriculum resources to distinguish the new institutions from existing high
schools as college equals (1922 Miss. Laws Ch. 204; 1928 Miss. Laws Ch. 303; Fincher
et al., 2019; Young & Ewing, 1978). The creation of the new junior colleges was
instrumental in providing education to students in south Mississippi because the three
public universities were located in the central and northern portions of the state, and
travel was cumbersome (Fincher et al., 2019).
Fincher et al. (2019) highlighted the societal need for education as the catalyst for
the community college system development over the years, including the period of
desegregation. During the 1960s, the two-year institutions faced much less antagonistic
desegregation atmospheres as compared to the public universities, beginning with James
Meredith enrolling at the University of Mississippi in 1962 (Fatherree, 2010; Meredith,
2019). The less tumultuous transition through desegregation was credited to the
institutions’ and the populations’ knowledge of the educational needs of its citizens
(Mississippi Association of Community and Junior Colleges [MACJC], 2007). According
to the MACJC (2007), the system experienced substantial growth in enrollment in the
years that followed desegregation and increased clout in both the political arena and
among their state four-year peers. The Mississippi two-year schools are an integral part of
the State’s educational landscape (Fincher et al., 2019).
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Higher Education Access
Community colleges, much like other IHEs, can provide an avenue for upward
social mobility. This is especially true for students from historically underrepresented
populations (Romano & Eddy, 2017). Research has illuminated the inability of K-12
school systems to adequately prepare low socio-economic status (LSES) students and
communities for university rigor, due in large part to the lack of infrastructure and
community resources (Henley & Roberts, 2016; Maas et al., 2018; Mitchell, 2020). As
such, LSES and rural students often use community colleges as entry into higher
education mainly due to accessibility and proximity (Henley & Roberts, 2016). Two-year
institutions create special programs and initiatives to mitigate actual and perceived
barriers that include:
lack of family support; lack of mentoring and career guidance; lack of other
institutional supports such as access to advanced high school courses and funds to
participate in postsecondary preparation activities; and a lack of confidence in
obtaining employment locally. (Henley & Roberts, 2016, p. 26)
Barriers to educational preparation create ripple effects that can impact the students and
their current and future family endeavors. Research indicates that personal lifespan
earnings increase as educational credential attainment increases (Abel et al., 2014;
Belfield et al., 2017). Belfield et al. (2017) asserted that while baccalaureate and higher
degrees typically produce higher wage achievement, it is important to note that associate
degrees provide similar social mobility even in specialized fields like STEM.
It is difficult to discuss community colleges and their student populations without
also discussing the rural nature of these institutions. While rural students enroll at higher
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education at a much lower rate than their non-rural counterparts, 60% of all community
colleges are located in rural areas of the United States (NCES, 2015; Strawn, 2019).
Rural students have easier access to two-year schools and enroll in them at a higher rate
than universities (Strawn, 2019). Strawn (2019) sought to identify if local attendance was
compulsory or voluntary and found:
Some rural students attend the local community college out of place-bound need,
whereas others make conscious decisions to attend. The rural student faces
influences related to college choice that differ from those of suburban and urban
students. These influences, which could be considered problems or barriers, or
conversely, simply matters of choice, are related to the rural environment in
which they live. (p. 74)
Influences to making such a decision lie mainly in both the environmental and personal
encouragement that the student receives. Financial availability and obligation can be a
driving force for institutional selection. This includes funds that are accessible from the
student, family, or third parties in the way of grants and scholarships (Strawn, 2019).
Additionally, socioeconomic status plays a large role in attendance as students on the
lower end of the spectrum are less likely to enroll in higher education unless they are
taking advantage of the local community college (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Strawn,
2019). Strawn (2019) identifies local institutions as key pieces of the educational
landscape for these learners because the schools are innately familiar with the
environments rural students are reared and live and hold a unique position to provide
services and avenues to address their needs.
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Underrepresented student populations face higher rates of attrition from college
for a variety of reasons including poor financial support or availability, misguided or
unguided educational decisions, and challenges from life outside the institutional walls
(Daniels et al., 2019). More specifically, Roscoe (2015) attributes specific challenges to
minority student matriculation to, “a lack of knowledge about higher education, low
academic skills, lack of role models on campus, poor health and energy, social isolation,
difficulty assimilating to campus, family pressures, financial concerns, and low selfesteem among other things” (p. 57). Institutions often utilize a variety of services in order
to improve academic advising, success coaching, and higher education navigation.
However, Daniels et al. (2019) report that these students traditionally refuse to seek
assistance, as it further reinforces the feeling of not belonging in the higher education
environment. Research indicates that highly intrusive advising and guidance is needed in
order to reduce the attrition rates for this student population (Roscoe, 2015). For students
in need of support to consistently take advantage of the resources available, institutions
and practitioners should be able to provide areas where the students gain a feeling of
belonging and establish an environment where they are understood holistically (Daniels
et al., 2019; Roscoe, 2015; Tinto, 1975).

Student Support Services
Despite emphasis on degree attainment from national, state, and local politicians
and stakeholders, the United States continues to fall behind other nation states as a leader
in rates of credential completion (Lumina Foundation, 2015; Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2021). IHEs have taken strides to mitigate barriers for
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underrepresented student populations, but obstacles still persist that limit the ability of
some undergraduates, particularly minority and LSES students, to participate and persist
(Perna & Jones, 2013; Winkle-Wagner & Locks, 2013). College on-boarding programs
and support services have been used to mitigate challenges and reduce systemic barriers
for these students (Baber, 2018). Baber (2018) reinforces the need for institutional
members to acknowledge the struggles and celebrate the victories of these students
because:
validation may serve as a valuable connector between evolving measures of
academic and personal self-efficacy and successful educational outcomes. The
connection is critical during the process of college transition as underrepresented
students are particularly sensitive to practices that send inaccurate messages of
academic and cultural deficiency. (p. 318-319)
Existing social capital and educational preparedness are pivotal points for these
transitions. Research supports that ultimate credential attainment is negatively impacted
by placement into remedial coursework (Crisp & Delgado, 2014; Melguizo et al., 2016).
Further, the lack of social and cultural capital can hinder enrollment, transition, and
persistence of underrepresented student populations (Davidson & Wilson, 2017). The
development and use of support services increase the ability of underserved students to
persist to degree completion when the initiatives are targeted and address the issues that
create the largest barriers (Baber, 2018).
Community colleges are a higher education entry point for non-traditional
students. Vaughn (2006) classifies these learners as citizen-students and explains that
they are “concerned with paying taxes, working full time, supporting a family, paying a
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mortgage, and other responsibilities associated with being a full-time citizen. College
attendance is important but often depends on the availability of money and time” (p. 16).
Waters-Bailey et al.’s (2019) research indicated that these external concerns for which
students may seek assistance have a direct impact on learning. External concerns can
include food insecurities, housing insecurities, transportation challenges, childcare issues,
and mental health care and illness distresses (Sallee & Cox, 2019; Trawver et al., 2020;
Waters-Bailey et al., 2019; Willis, 2019). The influences of these issues can have a
negative impact on retention and completion if their effects are not mitigated. WatersBailey et al. (2019) noted that rural community colleges often partner with community
organizations to meet these extramural needs including services such as on-campus food
pantries and child development centers, and initiatives to foster off-campus community
partnerships. It is important that administrators, faculty, and support service practitioners
acknowledge the urgency in addressing these challenges (Sallee & Cox, 2019; Trawver et
al., 2020; Waters-Bailey et al., 2019; Willis, 2019).
Colleges and universities acknowledge the benefit to providing support services to
help increase retention and completion rates. Community colleges pay special attention to
this need due to the high levels of underrepresented students that enroll in their
institutions (Dadgar et al., 2014). Dadgar et al. (2014) also point out that students are
often are cognizant of the services afforded to them at a school, but learners with the high
levels of internal knowledge of how to navigate higher education are most likely to take
advantage of these resources. Students who would benefit the most from assistance often
do not seek it out in stand-alone offices. Dadgar et al. (2014) found that support services
integrated into academic courses present the best avenue for students to receive guidance
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and help. Institutions should seek to work collaboratively on integrating services into the
academic realm largely through bolstering the advising process and first-year experiences
(Dadgar et al., 2014). Building positive relationships is influenced by the levels of
success of past collaborative efforts and willingness of the instructor to allow future
perceived non-academic support services intrusions into the classroom (Dadgar et al.,
2014). Bolstering support service offerings through integration can solidify those services
as part of the educational experience and improve instructional practice.
Pierce (2016) outlines that support for underrepresented students, particularly
those from low-socioeconomic backgrounds, is needed in all areas of higher education.
Financial aid and monetary support are often the focus of such discussions. Available
funds can be of great importance for these students as external factors and pressures can
often cause constraints. Pierce (2016) evaluated a retention program that provided the
additional assistance for the City University of New York (CUNY) system that saw a
credential completion rate of 52% for program participants, as compared to 22% for nonparticipants. CUNY follows the best practices of moving students through as cohorts,
assigning a permanent advisor for the duration of the educational career with the
institution, and developing course offerings that are more convenient for these learners
(Pierce, 2016). Administrators make this a priority because they are aware that:
Besides the obvious financial hurdles they face, low-income students often arrive
on campus not as prepared for college-level work as their wealthier peers. . .
(t)hey also tend to be first-generation college students, and so ‘they don’t know
the lingo or the lay of the land.’ (Pierce, 2016, p. 14)
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The stigma of having to ask for help is one of the many reasons that enrollees with low
higher education navigational knowledge fall through the cracks (Atherton, 2014). Pierce
(2016) emphasizes the need for strong, visionary leadership that is unafraid to make
providing support an institutional priority.
Students transitioning into higher education find difficulty shifting from their old
way of life into their new learning environment and struggle learning about or taking
advantage of support resources (Atherton, 2014; Rendon & National Center on
Postsecondary Teaching, L. & A. U. P. P. [NCPTLAUUP], 1995). College and university
student services practitioners must address the question of who is responsible for student
achievement. More recent research in the area of institutional responsibility suggests that
schools play a larger role in student success than thought in decades previous (Wood &
Palmer, 2015). Shumaker and Wood (2016) investigated the differences in usage and
effectiveness of support resources as it relates to first-generation students (FGS) and nonfirst-generation students (NFGS). In a study of 68 community colleges, the researchers
found that schools were providing equitable access to both cohorts, but FGS were not
experiencing the same efficacy due to the lack of navigational knowledge (Shumaker &
Wood, 2016). This further highlights that it is not enough for institutions to simply offer
assistance without ensuring that initiatives are targeted and intentional.
As early as 2013, research indicated that the need to study the rising participation
in online higher education courses was significant. Initial research identified that use of
online formats were correlated with failure and lower rates of retention (Britto & Rush,
2013). This finding was found to be exacerbated in the community college setting.
Retention and completion rates are important as positive outcomes have a corresponding
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effect on student financial outcomes (Britto & Rush 2013; Lone Star Newsletter, 2012).
Online students report similar challenges to retention and completion as their face-to-face
counterparts; however, online student needs may not be as easily identified due to their
distant nature. Britto and Rush (2013) remind professionals that “it is good practice to
adequately train staff members in these departments to understand the unique context and
specific needs of the online student population, and resources and services should be
modified and customized to meet their needs” (p. 31). This includes offering support
services that are comparable to face-to-face offerings with the intent to increase retention
and completion rates. Addressing the specific needs of online students may include
paradigm changes made to operating hours and staff focus as highlighted in Britto and
Rush’s (2013) study of Lone Star College’s online program. They found that the biggest
component to offering support was to adjust professional working hours to be available
during nontraditional times to account for those online students who would have other
obligations during the normal workday hours.

Online Support Services
Literature concerning online student support services prior to the COVID-19
pandemic focused on students who had chosen to take their courses via online formats
(Britto & Rush, 2013; Crawley & Fetzner, 2013; Pullan, 2011; Stewart et al.; 2013).
These students often had mixed expertise in the technology utilized to deliver instruction
and where to access assistance. Pullan (2011) commented
too often, students’ use of technology in higher education settings has been
relatively unsophisticated, consisting of searching the Internet, accessing an
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online course or word processing. Nowhere is the lack of technical sophistication
more evident than in student support services for students studying online who
want to interact with their institution without time and place constraints... While
campus-based students have the option of accessing support services in person,
quite often online students are left to fend for themselves. (p. 67-68)
Britto and Rush (2013) pointed to the growth of online student populations during the
21st century as the catalyst for institutions to bolsterer support services in an online
format to meet student needs. However, Pullan (2011) found that online students did not
consider the support offered and received from their institution adequate for their needs.
Connecting students in need with the proper services is the primary challenge to
addressing online student deficits (Crawley & Fetzner, 2013). Crawley and Fetzner
(2013) identified that institutions must first ascertain which services it is currently
providing online students, and then create opportunities for faculty to identify students in
need and services that can be integrated into their instruction. Stewart et al. (2013)
reinforced the importance of providing satisfactory support services as
it appears important that support be pervasive through all aspects of student
engagement in the learning process. Support services are needed at the course,
department/college, and university levels. Additionally, it is imperative that
accommodation be made to existing student support services to guarantee their
accessibility for online students. (p. 300)
Pre-COVID-19 literature focused on those students that chose to enroll in online courses.
This has presented a gap in literature as it relates to students who partake in online
courses out of necessity rather than choice.
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Pre-COVID Literature
Literature on holistic, online student support services prior to the COVID-19
pandemic is sparse. Prior to the pandemic, online learning was in a growth pattern and
the United States placed as a world leader in that educational format (Calhoun et al.,
2017). Calhoun et al. (2017) cited the institutional affordability of growing online
education without expanding physical infrastructure as a leading factor for growth. Much
of the research and focus identified areas of instructional support (advising and course
logistics) rather than support services (Bouchey et al., 2021; Calhoun et al., 2017; Hart et
al., 2021). One reason for this scarcity of literature was due to the distant nature of online
students and the institution’s misunderstanding of their needs (Bouchey et al., 2021).
Bouchey et al. (2021) explained, “Prior to the pandemic, most student support services
were provided on-campus and since student support personnel tended to have less
physical contact with online students, they may not have fully appreciated that particular
population’s expectations and perceptions” (p. 30). Institutions were prone to develop
online or face-to-face orientations to connect students with on-campus, in-person
resources rather than investing in developing holistic online support services (Calhoun et
al., 2017; Hart et al., 2021). With that concentration, research is very limited on
institutions providing equitable online resources as those utilize by in-person students.

Disaster Response
Literature reviewing the effects on higher education as a result of unexpected,
non-financial closures is scant. Existing literature and examples illustrate closures that are
limited to small geographic regions or singular institutions. This section will include
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instances of small-scale closures to U.S. and international IHEs brought about by
hurricanes, earthquakes, and terrorist acts. The closing subsection will highlight current
large-scale closures triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Hurricanes
In 2005, Hurricanes Katrina and Rita made landfall and created disruption and
damage to many higher education institutions in the United States Gulf Coast region
(DiCarlo et al., 2007; Gardner et al., 2007). The analysis of the level of destruction and
loss of instructional hours at Louisiana colleges and universities ranged from minor
inconveniences to damage significant enough to consider permanently closing their doors
(Schuh & Laanan, 2006). Students had to endure the personal stresses of relocation, lost
belongings, communication deficits from local resources, and potential transfer to
institutions they had not intended to attend (Gardner et al., 2007; Schuh & Laanan, 2006).
Following return from disruption, institutions developed new strategies to educate and
support students that encompassed all divisions of the school and required attention to
detail so that students were informed and supported (DiCarlo et al., 2007).
Louisiana community colleges witnessed unprecedented interruptions to the
educational process as a result of Hurricane Katrina. Johnson et al. (2006) highlighted the
turmoil:
During the 2004 season, amid dire predictions of a direct hit from Hurricane Ivan,
people fled New Orleans – only to be informed two days later that it was safe to
return to a community relatively unscathed by the storm. But with Hurricane
Katrina last year, the customary few days’ evacuation resulted in an exile of
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several months for most individuals… As the Delgado faculty and staff left their
offices for the weekend, nothing indicated that they might be seeing them for the
last time. (p. 43)
Delgado Community College, a multi-site institution based in New Orleans, saw
significant damage to 70% of its infrastructure as a result of Katrina’s winds and flood
waters (Johnson et al., 2006; Mangan, 2010). Repair of the damage to the institution
progressed slowly and 30% of instructional and administrative facilities continued to be
unusable through 2010 (Mangan, 2010). Additionally, two of the four technical colleges
in New Orleans remained closed a year after the storm (Dyer, 2006). Katrina also created
damages and disruptions to 11 of the 15 Mississippi community colleges that totaled
more than $105 million (Bradley, 2006). In reopening institutions in both states,
administrators reported financial losses due to the corresponding reduction in enrollment
(Bradley, 2006; Dyer, 2006; Mangan, 2010). The loss of housing and the increase of
labor needs in the rebuilding process also reduced the number of returning faculty
members who sought employment elsewhere (Bradley, 2006; Johnson et al., 2006;
Mangan, 2010). The damage from Hurricane Katrina had lasting effects as some of the
institutions impacted by its damage have not returned to pre-storm enrollment totals 17
years after the fact. (Bradley, 2006; Delgado Community College, n.d.; Dyer, 2006;
MCCB, 2021)
Earthquakes
Currently, there is a dearth of literature addressing interruptions to higher
education by natural disasters other than hurricanes. Most literature found addresses the
impact on elementary and secondary schools. As a result, the current review was
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broadened to include international examples. The University of Canterbury (New
Zealand) experienced an interruption in on-campus operations due to damage from an
earthquake in 2011 (Ayebi-Arthur, 2017). The same seismic event disrupted the
Christchurch Polytechnic Institute of Technology for nearly four months (Seaton et al.,
2013). The aftermath disturbed those involved as,
No opportunity was given for staff or students to return to offices or classrooms to
collect personal belongings such as wallets, car keys or mobile phones. Staff and
students made their way home to find family and friends as best they could,
mostly on foot, as many roads and bridges were either destroyed or impassable.
(Seaton et al., 2013, p.12)
These institutions discovered that better preparation was needed in the areas of
communication, instructional flexibility, technology and physical infrastructure planning,
and student support in times of crisis. From those findings, two paramount themes
emerged. First, entities, educational institutions, and private sector peers, are often ill
equipped to make a sudden, unplanned pivot from traditionally expected instructional and
operational procedures (Ayebi-Arthur, 2017; Seaton et al., 2013). Second, as Seaton et al.
(2013) emphasizes, “The provision of education is a second-level activity in the
immediate aftermath of a disaster insomuch as personal safety and mental health for all
members of the institution and community should rise to the top priority” (p. 16).
Terrorism
The Borough of Manhattan Community College (BMCC) provided a poignant
example of how terrorism can impact the operations of an IHE. BMCC is located just a
few blocks from Ground Zero and was close enough to have facility damage that caused
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its buildings to be uninhabitable (BMCC, n.d., 2011; Ho, 2021). Unfortunately, BMCC’s
Fiterman Hall became the first U.S. university or college facility to be impacted by a
terrorist attack (Lane, 2002). The school suspended operation and remained closed from
September 11 through the first week of October 2011 (BMCC, n.d., 2011; Ho, 2021).
However, the reminders of the events would linger. BMCC created temporary learning
spaces and retrofitted useable areas of campus to meet operational and instructional needs
(Lane, 2002). Collections of debris piled seven stories tall remained in sight just outside
the campus doors and institutional records and resources were lost (Ho, 2021). From a
mental health perspective, students reported “traumas in the aftermath, from jumping at
the sound of sirens and fear of more terrorism to Arab and Muslim students reporting
verbal and physical abuse amid a surge in post-9/11 hate crimes” (Ho, 2021, p. 1). Ho
(2021) reports that BMCC administrators identified that being able to pivot in times of
crisis was the most important lesson learned from the experience.
COVID-19
March 2020 ushered in the declaration of COVID-19 as a global pandemic by the
World Health Organization and found IHEs heeding the advice to close in order to
mitigate the spread of the illness. This created a new learning environment for colleges
and universities. Gelles et al. (2020) describes the environment by highlighting:
institutions of higher education shuttered their universities and announced
mandates to transition to online-only education to protect the health and safety of
students, staff, and faculty. Study abroad programs, university events, sports,
graduation ceremonies, and other large gatherings were cancelled as the general
public was advised to shelter in place and to limit or remove their contact with
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individuals outside of their household. Students were required to rapidly respond
to these mandates by relocating from campus and preparing for remote learning
with little time to adjust, sometimes at great personal or financial hardship. (p. 1)
To address this global pandemic, institutions launched emergency remote teaching (ERT)
initiatives to ensure instruction continued. ERT and traditional online learning
opportunities shared similar features but differed greatly from both planning and resource
standpoints. Traditional online learning formats, much like face-to-face courses, allowed
faculty and student participants to plan for that learning environment, establish routines
and rapports, and prepare to address technical issues before the start of class. However,
“ERT is intended to be temporary, is enacted in response to a crisis, requires a rapid
response in order to develop and implement adjusted course content, and does not offer
curriculum in its intended modality” (Gelles et al., 2020, p. 2).
While instructors faced uncertainty and infrastructure challenges to the quick
transition to ERT, students also experienced complications that posed daunting
challenges to their success (Gelles et al., 2020; Neuwirth et al., 2021). Students faced
home technology shortcomings, employment interruption, housing and food insecurities,
and time zone differences. Further, instructors and institutions had to formulate plans to
provide services including academic advising, academic support, and mental health care
(Gelles et al., 2020). O’Keefe et al. (2020) indicated, “(t)his need is greatest for educators
at institutions serving low-income students, first-generation students, and students of
color who will likely be disproportionately affected by the current crisis because they
lack access to needed resources and technology” (p. 2).
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Summary
The current literature illustrates the vital role that community colleges fill in the
current American higher education landscape. Additionally, these institutions are heavily
utilized by students who are classified as underprepared or underrepresented. The
literature on underprepared or underrepresented student populations has established their
need for support services. Interruptions in the availability of this assistance can create
unintended roadblocks to their educational goals and achievements. The COVID-19
pandemic and resulting reactions presented potential interruptions in services that
institutions had to acknowledge and resolve. The study addressed literature gaps
involving professionals’ perceptions of transitioning support services to an online format.
The following chapter will describe the research methods used to gather data in this
study.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

Introduction
The previous chapters outlined the significance of the role that community
colleges play in providing access to higher education. Specifically, these intuitions create
avenues for educational achievement for student populations deemed as underrepresented
or underprepared. Two-year schools have created support services designed to overcome
student shortcomings that would stymie progression. The global disruption in higher
education due to COVID-19 that began in April 2020 presented an unprecedented
potential roadblock for at at-risk students in need of assistance. The study sought to
gather and analyze data on the perceptions of student services practitioners at a
Mississippi community college when those supports transitioned to online formats during
the COVID-19 pandemic.
The investigator utilized qualitative study methods in order to gain data to answer
the research question. Henry (2015) posits that qualitative research differs from
quantitative in that “participants are providing the truth and meaning in qualitative
research. . . qualitative methods use a holistic approach by assuming the importance of
participant’s values, beliefs, and experiences. Finally, qualitative methods adapt inductive
and interactive measures for the study” (p. 25). Qualitative research allows for the
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creation and development of theory due in large part to the gathering and interpretation of
data through full descriptions and storytelling (Shufutinsky, 2020). The study utilized a
bounded case study as its qualitative research model.
A qualitative case study methodology was selected because it provides significant
opportunities for meaning making by the researcher. Elsahn and colleagues (2020)
explained case studies provide an explanation as to how the case being studied interacts
with the contextual phenomena by leveraging conceptual insights. Further, Baškarada
(2014) elucidated that the methodology of case studies,
can be exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory, and they have been described as
the preferred research method when how and why questions are posed, the
investigator has little control over events, and the focus is on a contemporary
phenomenon within a real-life context. (p 3)
Case study findings are beneficial in that they report how entities acted in and reacted to
specific situations from the complexity of the human experience in a way that may be
relatable to other instances and settings (Kekeya, 2021).
Case studies were popular in the study of specific community college student
groups in the early 21st century (Cejda & Kaylor, 2001; Kubala, 2000; Ornelas &
Solorzano, 2004; Wheeler, 2012). Specifically, these case studies investigated how
different student groups transitioned into higher education or transferred to another
institution and how they integrated that environment. Case studies focused on two-year
institutions have highlighted the ability to utilize this approach and focus on a single case
(Cejda & Kaylor, 2001; Kubala, 2000; Nevarez & Wood, 2012; Ornelas & Solorzano,
2004; Wheeler, 2012). Gaya and Smith (2016) asserted that single case studies are vital
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as, “each case study should be concentrated, single inquiry, studied holistically in its own
entirety” (p. 533). The current investigation allowed for the study of one higher education
case within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Research Design
A bounded, instrumental case study design will be outlined for this study.
Creswell and Poth (2018) define case studies as research that “involves the study of a
case (or cases) within a real-life, contemporary context or setting” (p. 96). Case studies
are also identified by the limits or bounds that are placed on the study to establish
parameters by which to examine the cases more so than the research techniques used
(Baškarada, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Further, “ ‘bounded’ means the identification
of a part or an element of that organization and its boundaries to study” (Kekeya, 2021, p.
28). Creswell and Poth (2018) described instrumental case studies as those in which the
researcher first identifies an issue to investigate and then a specific case in which to
evaluate the question. Stake (1995) further detailed case studies as unique from sampling
research because its goal is not necessarily to compare or equate one case with others.
“Our first obligation is to understand this one case. . . In instrumental case study, some
cases would do a better job than others” (Stake, 1995, p. 6). As identified in earlier
portions of this chapter, case study has been utilized heavily in the study of community
colleges and their students (Cejda & Kaylor, 2001; Kubala, 2000; Nevarez & Wood,
2012; Ornelas & Solorzano, 2004; Wheeler, 2012). Additionally, Trowler (2011) asserted
that case study is the most used methodology if the researcher is investigating their place
of employment. The use of this particular qualitative approach allows researchers to be

43

both highly structured and flexible in order to investigate their questions (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Yazan, 2015).
The current research was bounded by location, time, and participation. The study
focused on the perceptions of community college professionals as they related to the
transition of student support services to an online format as a response to the COVID-19
pandemic. Specifically, the investigation concentrated on the initiatives carried out at
MCC in Mississippi. This institution is comprised of facilities and staff at multiple
locations and may offer a variety of impressions on the case being studied. The study was
limited to a time frame of April 2020 to August 2021. These dates were selected as they
bookend the time when the institution suspended traditional face-to-face operations and
when it returned to traditional, pre-pandemic operations. Prior to the pandemic closure,
the institution utilized very little, if any, online student support services. Potential
research participants were limited to members of the Student Services Division and will
be further discussed in the following subsection.
Student support services play a vital role at Magnolia Community College due to
the underrepresented student populations enrolled at the institution. The researcher is an
employee at the institution and familiar with the transition plan and implementation. The
research design did not present inherent physical or mental dangers to participants.
However, it was important to insure and maintain confidentiality throughout the study.
The researcher gained permission to conduct research and followed the guidelines from
the Institutional Review Board for both Magnolia Community College and the
researcher’s home institution (see Appendix D). Per IRB instructions, participants were
provided a written invitation to contribute and an information sheet (see Appendix B and

44

C). The two documents described the voluntary nature of the study and the steps that
would be taken to maintain confidentiality. Random pseudonyms were generated through
an online resource and assigned to surveys. One generated name matched that of a former
employee and was reassigned as to insure anonymity for both participants and the
institution. Participants were informed that their involvement in the survey put them at no
greater risk than they would experience in a normal day and that the benefit of the study
was that they had the opportunity to contribute to scholarly research. All data were
retained in the researcher’s personal files on a USB drive secured under lock and key at
their house.

Participants
The study utilized a purposive sample of convenience made up of student support
professionals at MCC. Purposive sampling is classified as nonprobability sampling
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Etikan & Bala, 2017; Etikan et al., 2015). As such,
“randomization is not important in selecting a sample from the population of interest.
Rather, subjective methods are used to decide which elements are included in the sample”
(Etikan et al., 2015, p. 1). Purposive sampling limits possible participants in a study to
those who have a particular characteristic or identifier that is of significance to the
question being examined (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Etikan et al., 2015). The study utilized
purposive, homogeneous sampling in order to select potential participants. This type of
selection,
focuses on candidates who share similar traits or specific characteristics. For
example, participants . . . would be similar in terms of ages, cultures, jobs or life
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experiences. The idea is to focus on this precise similarity and how it relates to the
topic being researched. (Etikan et al., 2015, p. 3)
The study focused on staff members who are connected by their job duties to provide
student support services at MCC.
The Student Services Division at MCC is comprised of the offices of Admissions,
Recruiting, Registrar, Answering Service, Assessment Centers, Compliance, Deans of
Students Enrollment Management, Enrollment Services, Financial Aid, Military Services,
Recreation and Fitness, Residence Life, Student Activities, and Student
Support/Disabilities/Accommodations Services. The division currently employs 80
individuals in various roles. Eighteen of these staff members are processors or
administrative assistants and may not have direct contact with students; therefore, they
were excluded from the study. A total of 62 professional members made up the potential
pool of participants. Invitations to participate in the study were sent to the identified staff
members via online surveying software Qualtrics (see Appendix B). Participation was
voluntary and all participants had the ability to have their data excluded from the study.
A total of 41 participants accessed and took part in completing the survey. All
participants agreed to have their responses included in the data analysis. Tables two and
three present the statistical make-up of the participants.
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Table 2. Survey Participant Employment Level
Employment Level

Total Participants

Dean Level or Higher

6

Director

10

Other

25

Table 3. Survey Participant Professional Experience
Years of Experience

Total

At MCC

5 years or less

9

14

6-10 years

8

11

11-15 years

8

6

16-20 years

8

7

20 or more years

5

3

Note. MCC – Magnolia Community College.

In order to ensure anonymity, all participants were assigned random pseudonyms upon
receipt of the completed surveys.

Instrumentation
The study utilized a survey to collect data in lieu of face-to-face interviews. The
survey was designed to gain information on the participants’ perceptions on the transition
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to online student support services at MCC (see Appendix A). The form’s inquiries
requested both closed and open-ended responses depending on the research question to
which it corresponds. Table 4 outlines question correlation.

Table 4. Survey Question Correlation
Interview
Questions

Research Question
How did student services practitioners experience the transition
to online support student services during the period from April
2020 – August 2021 (RQ)?
How did the student services practitioners' level of
administrative responsibilities influence their experiences of the
transition to online support student services (SQ1)?

1, 2, 3, 4

What infrastructure deficits were discovered that had to be
addressed in the transition to online student support services
(SQ2)?

7, 10

What personnel challenges were discovered that created barriers
to the transition to online student support services (SQ3)?

6, 11

Which student groups were adversely affected by the transition
to online student support services (SQ4)?

8, 9

How can the current transition initiatives be implemented in
order to mitigate any future losses (SQ5)?

12

Participants were not asked to provide enough personal information to be identified. All
completed surveys were assigned a pseudonym and all responses corresponded to that
marker.
The survey method was chosen over face-to-face interviews in an attempt to
mitigate any ethical challenges in conducting research at the researcher’s home
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institution. Conducting insider research within IHEs where the researcher is employed
has become a common and preferred method (Trowler, 2011). An insider can be defined
as, “someone whose biography (gender, race, class, sexual orientation and so on) gives
her a lived familiarity with the group being researched” (Griffith, 1998, p. 361). Trowler
(2011) identified this research as endogenous and cited its benefits,
[you] have better access both to naturalistic data and to respondents; [you] are
better able to produce ‘emic’ accounts (ones meaningful to actors), especially
using an ethnographic approach; [you] are better able to use naturalistic data,
critical discourse analysis and phenomenography, because [you] are ‘culturally
literate’… There may be a better chance of having an impact too, especially if
[you] are conducting action research or if one of [your] research questions
addresses the implications for policy and practice of [your] findings. (p. 2)
Additionally, Mercer (2007) argued that the internal researcher can more easily gain
access to participants and data collection generally moves more seamlessly and quickly.
Conversely, research (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Floyd & Arthur, 2012; Mercer,
2007; Trowler, 2011) has highlighted that conducting exploration at one’s place of
employment can create adverse conditions for both the investigator and participants.
These challenges arise from an insider perspective that may be influenced by relational
power differences with participants and preexisting knowledge or standing with the case
being studied (Floyd & Arthur, 2012; Mercer, 2007; Trowler, 2011). Such examination
can be convenient because participant pools are nearby and barriers to collecting data
may be erased due to familiarity to the researcher (Creswell & Poth, 2018). However, this
acquaintance can also produce an environment of nonparticipation as subjects may feel

49

threats of retaliation if reporting negative insights. Floyd and Arthur (2012) noted that
the:
internal ethical engagement relates to the ethical and moral dilemmas that insider
researchers have to deal with once ‘in the field’ linked to on-going personal and
professional relationships with participants, insider knowledge, conflicting
professional and researcher roles, and anonymity… Insider researchers have to
live with the consequences of their actions, possibly for many years if they and
the research participants continue to work for the same organization. (p. 6)
Trowler (2011) instructed that scholars can avoid the negative aspects of insider
approaches by having peers or members independent of the study to check for
information that can be traced back to participants or editing institutional identifiers for
the sake of confidentiality and reporting these actions. Trowler (2011) further counseled
that investigators should assume that their institution will be identified by readers and
should work diligently to ensure anonymity for participants and to provide confidentiality
assurance to all levels of the institution. The use of the survey in the current study aided
in insuring anonymity and confidentiality for the participants by refraining from
gathering personally, identifiable information and using pseudonyms when referring to
specific responses.

Procedures
Research surveys were distributed electronically via the institutions’ email system
to 62 members of the Student Services division of MCC. The survey was available for a
duration of four weeks. Reminder emails were sent out at the two- and three week-mark
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to elicit additional completions. Participation was voluntary. Completed surveys were
submitted to the researcher electronically. Creswell and Poth (2018) emphasized the need
for confidentiality in studies where participants may not provide robust answers for fear
of retaliation in light of negative feedback. The electronic forms allowed for accuracy and
reduced the likelihood of errors that could occur via transcription. Participants were not
asked to provide personal identifiers to ensure confidentiality.

Reliability and Validity
Reliability in qualitative research methods is defined by the ability for practices
and findings to be replicated (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Cypress, 2017). Reliability in
qualitative research is inherently difficult to prove due to the existing human dynamic of
gathering personal experiences and applying investigator interpretations (Cypress, 2017).
Likewise, validity in qualitative research can also be hard to establish. In order to frame a
description through the qualitative lens, Cypress (2017) posited that “Validity in research
is concerned with the accuracy and truthfulness of scientific findings. A valid study
should demonstrate what actually exists and is accurate, and a valid instrument or
measure should actually measure what it is supposed to measure” (p. 256-257). Scholars
can bolster validity through the use of in-depth descriptive accounts of findings.
Developing qualitative methods and procedures that establish both reliability and validity
assist the investigator in establishing the levels of rigor and trustworthiness for scholarly
work.
Case studies are scrutinized according to the trustworthiness factor due to the
level of the researcher’s involvement, personally and emotionally, with the subject matter
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(Quintão et al., 2020). Their immersion in the collection of data can illicit held biases by
the researcher or reactions from participants during the interview practices. Reliability
and validity can be increased through the use of data triangulation and providing enough
structure to make the study replicable respectively (Quintão et al., 2020). The use of
multiple cases can increase these two factors as well. However, single case studies can
increase their reliability and validity by increasing data points within the investigation
(Mariotto et al., 2014). Again, rich descriptions of findings and procedures increase the
reliability and validity of the single case study similarly to other qualitative research
designs. The researcher for this study incorporated the use of perceptive triangulation,
inclusion of rich descriptors, and retention of data for audit purposes. Additionally, the
study produced findings that matched existing publications with similar cases giving
further evidence of its reliability. These details will be discussed in subsequent sections
and chapters.

Data Analysis
Responses were consolidated for analysis of themes. The author is employed at
MCC and will have an inherent understanding of institutional terminology and programs.
Noble and Heale (2019) identified triangulation as a data analysis mythology that
increases the credibility of qualitative research and is used widely in case studies. The
researcher utilized perceptual triangulation in an effort to mitigate biases related to the
potential data collected, as the method is designed to collect perceptions from members at
various levels within the case (Farquhar et al., 2020; Hallinger & Truong, 2016). This
triangulation allowed the researcher to compare the responses from various
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administrators and staff related to their experiences during the transition and surveys
were distributed to all levels of employees within the division. Additionally, the
researcher utilized the assistance of an institutional peer outside the division being
studied to verify interpretation of phrases. The peer provided feedback during review of
codes and themes and offered suggestions on combining similar codes and themes as
needed. During review, the peer agreed with the coding of responses and did not offer
contrasting coding suggestions. Finally, all data collected during the study were cataloged
and retained for future requested audits.
The researcher utilized coding to discover emergent topics and themes from the
data. Saldana (2013) noted, “qualitative codes are essence-capturing and essential
elements of the research story that, when clustered together according to similarity and
regularity (a pattern), they actively facilitate the development of categories and thus
analysis of their connections” (p. 8). The researcher applied structural coding for the
initial data analysis. Structural coding “(a)pplies a content-based or conceptual phrase to
a segment of data that relates to a specific research question to both code and categorize
the data corpus. Similarly coded segments are then collected together for more detailed
coding and analysis” (Saldana, 2013, p 267). Where understanding of verbiage is not
clear, the researcher sought the assistance of a peer at the institution to gain clarity of
meaning for proper coding. The peer was selected from individuals who work closely
with the participants so as to have an understanding of vernacular but in a different
division of the institution outside the scope of the study. Initial analysis sought to develop
hierarchical coding, described as Patil as, “different codes that can be grouped together
but they can be further sub-grouped into hierarchy based on certain logical criteria”
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(2020, p. 118). Prior to moving into subsequent rounds of coding, the author utilized the
tabletop categories method to group codes into themes and sought insight from a
professional peer to uncover possible linkages missed on initial review (Saldana, 2013).
Tabletop categories analysis is the “literal spatial arrangement on a table of coded and
categorized data” (Saldana, 2013, p. 205). Second round coding further consolidated first
round codes and narrowed themes. Final thematic findings will be reported in subsequent
chapters of this manuscript.

Summary
This chapter outlined the methodology of the qualitative case study. Details were
provided for participant selection, survey instrumentation, and data analysis. Open-ended
surveys were distributed to participants electronically and focused on the primary and
supplemental research questions. Hierarchal and tabletop coding was utilized to
determine emergent themes that will be reported in subsequent chapters. Peer review was
used to ensure proper interpretation and consolidation of themes based on participant
responses. The concluding chapters will provide data findings and suggest implications
and usage of the discoveries.
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CHAPTER IV
PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

Introduction
The purpose of this single case study was to explore community college
administrators’ perceptions of transitioning to online student support services during the
COVID-19 pandemic at MCC. Specifically, the investigation focused on the level of
student support that the institutional offices maintained throughout the use of online
initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic. This chapter will identify themes that
emerged through qualitative survey data collection. Chapter IV includes participant
introductions and excerpts from their answers to provide rich description for analysis.
Data analysis indicates avenues to extend research in institutional preparedness and
protection from future student support services interruption. The subsequent chapter
provides recommendations based on reported data.

Presentation of Data
Data were collected via an online, qualitative survey distributed to student support
services practitioners over the course of four weeks. The author utilized participant
responses to develop overarching themes for the primary research question and ancillary
themes for the sub-research questions.

55

Primary Research Question
How did student services practitioners experience the transition to online support student
services during the period from April 2020 – August 2021?
Supplemental Research Questions
SQ1. How did the student services practitioners' level of administrative
responsibilities influence their experiences of the transition to online support
student services?
SQ2. What infrastructure deficits were discovered that had to be addressed in the
transition to online student support services?
SQ3. What personnel challenges were discovered that created barriers to the
transition to online student support services?
SQ4. Which student groups were adversely affected by the transition to online
student support services?
SQ5. How can the current transition initiatives be implemented in order to
mitigate any future losses?
The following sections will outline the emergent themes derived through coding
for each of the research questions listed above. Two predominant themes of Technology
Challenges and Institutional/Personal Preparedness emerged during analysis of survey
results. As a reference, Table 5 outlines themes discovered through coding and peer
checking. Peer review of the initial theme assignment provided an avenue to ensure data
analysis accuracy and reduces assumptions held by the author.
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Table 5. Data Theme Analysis

Research Questions

Survey
Question
Correlation

How did student services
practitioners experience the
transition to online support
student services during the
period from April 2020 –
August 2021?
SQ1. How did the student
services practitioners’ level
of administrative
responsibilities influence
their experiences of the
transition to online support
student services?
SQ2. What infrastructure
deficits were discovered
that had to be addressed in
the transition to online
student support services?
SQ3. What personnel
challenges were discovered
that created barriers to the
transition to online student
support services?

Themes

Technology Challenges
Institutional & Personal Preparedness

1, 4, 5

Technology
Leadership & Institutional
Preparedness
Work-Life Balance

7, 10

6, 11

Technology
Personal Preparedness
Leadership & Institutional
Preparedness

SQ4. Which student groups
were adversely affected by
the transition to online
student support services?

8, 9

Technology Challenged
Non-Traditional Students
ADA Students

SQ5. How can the current
transition initiatives be
implemented in order to
mitigate any future losses?

12

Technology
Institutional Planning / Preparedness
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SQ1. How did the student services practitioners’ level of administrative
responsibilities influence their experiences of the transition to online support
student services?
Perceptions of the transition to online student support services varied according to
the level of administrative responsibility and years of service in the field. For the purpose
of this discussion, the levels of “Dean Level or Higher” and “Directors” will be classified
as administration and all other participants will be referred to as staff members. Staff
member roles were those that had more frequent day-to-day interactions with students as
compared to administrative roles. This organizes participants into groups of 16 and 25
respectively. Review of the survey data indicated that those in administrative roles
reported satisfactory perceptions at a higher rate than those at the staff level. Specifically,
those at the Dean Level or Higher provided favorable perceptions more frequently than
the other two groups. Administration’s answers focused on ideas of institutional
organization and large-scale shifts to remote operations whereas staff members identified
more personal challenges to the transition. Years of professional experience in the field
also yielded a lens to view the data. Those with 5 years or less experience provided the
most favorable perceptions of the transition. The only group to provide answers that
would indicate an overall negative perception of the transition would be those with 16-20
years of experience. This group included members from both the administrative and staff
roles.
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SQ2. What infrastructure deficits were discovered that had to be addressed in the
transition to online student support services?
Adequate and appropriate institutional infrastructure available at the time of a
significant, and in this case total, shift to online services could play a key role in the
success of such a transition. Participants reported perceptions of the institution’s
infrastructure and produced three emerging themes: Technology, Leadership and
Institutional Preparedness, and Work-Life Balance.
Technology.
The theme of technology appeared in 61% of the survey replies for this topic. The
overarching themes of both technology challenges and solutions matched the national
institutional concerns reported during the COVID-19 closures (Turk et al., 2020). Jimmy,
a Director (11 – 15 years of experience), recounted, “We had challenges with ensuring all
staff had devices that were connected to the VPN, internet that worked, and learning new
programs to be able to teach staff for their proficient use.” Lucy, a Dean, expressed, “The
initial challenge was ensuring essential employees had the necessary equipment and
technology.” Directors and staff members alike reported incidences where technology
created unforeseen challenges. Table 6 outlines some of their concerns.
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Table 6. Infrastructure Technology Concerns
Pseudonym

Position

Experience

Gilda

Staff

11-15 years

“I have slow home internet, so assisting
with voice calls was difficult for me when I
was unable to look up student files and
other needed information in order to assist
properly.”

Marcos

Director

11-15 years

“The software we used disconnected often
so we had to sign back in regularly.”

Billie

Staff

16-20 years

“The equipment provided, especially when
working remotely, was dated and slow.
Answering calls on the laptops was hard.
One only had one ring, and we did not have
headsets.”

Carolina

Staff

5 years or
less

“The Wi-Fi was slow at times, the low
quality of the Dell Laptops, sound/video
quality of the equipment was outdated to
record and make videos to upload.”

Gail

Director

6-10 years

“Our system and applications had technical
difficulties at times. We couldn't use VPN
and video conferencing or phone services at
the same time due to bandwidth issues.”

Deena

Staff

6-10 years

“Technology was not set up to handle the
move. There was no training on how to
access remotely. Internet access was not
dependable.”

According to several participants, the institution either had contingencies in place or
moved quickly to mitigate obstacles. Dylan, a Dean (6-10 years of experience), said,
“The College already had a plan in place to operate remotely/virtually due in part to the
institution's history with hurricane preparedness.” Staff member Gilda further added,
“The College took many steps in an attempt to ensure success. Made laptops available.

60

Internet hot spots on campus. All virtual classes. Leniency in class attendance. Monetary
aid was made available.” In review of all of the answers, the theme of technology was
important to participants and responses were mixed regarding the extent that the
institution was successful in resolving those challenges.
Leadership/institutional preparedness and work-life balance.
The two remaining themes, Leadership/Institutional Preparedness and Work-Life
Balance were presented as separate themes but were often connected in the answers of
participants. Work-life balance can be defined as the distribution time, physical input,
and emotional energy over professional and non-professional activities in order to
produce a balance across all domains of one’s life (Sirgy & Lee, 2018). Perceptions of
the institution’s leadership and preparedness were mixed. As mentioned earlier, some
participants felt the College was moderately prepared for such a transition thanks to the
preexisting plans for operation during hurricane season. Staff member Erik commented
on how personnel were integrated into the transition solution, “More personnel were
trained on the different methods and software to be used for this transition. A lot of the
software and virtual means was already being used.” Harriett, a director (6-10 years of
experience), also highlighted the collaboration efforts reporting that staff members,
“worked with other departments to create a plan of action for student representatives to
assist students (to) submit the documents online.” Specifically, 75% of participants had
positive perceptions when asked about the institutions preparedness to transition to online
support services. Negative perceptions centered on communication concerns and how the
lack of a specific transition plan resulted in job duty complications. Marylou, a staff
member (less than 5 years of experience), reported, “They waited until the last minute to
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let us know we were going to be working from home. When the decision was finally
made, it felt like we were rushed to get ready to work virtually.” Other staff member
concerns are included in Table 7.

Table 7. Infrastructure Leadership Preparedness Concerns
Pseudonym

Position

Experience

Christi

Staff

6-10 years

“Most of our services were provided in
person and very little was done online, so
when we abruptly had to go virtual it was
very stressful.”

Latoya

Staff

16-20 years

“(Not) enough man-power to handle
student needs.”

Isaac

Staff

16-20 years

“We needed more training. Went home
with no training at all.”

From these responses, some staff members felt as if the sense of unpreparedness created
additional stress in their workload. Doug, a staff member (more than 20 years of
experience), offered insight to both the plan implemented and the challenges staff
members experienced with this statement:
I was provided with a college laptop through which I could access the school's
computer network with information about students, transcripts, classes and
scheduling. However, my home office was not equipped for me to serve students
effectively on a large-scale. I had never worked from home except for an hour or
two at a time when absolutely necessary. I purchased a television to act as a
second computer monitor. I upgraded my Internet service.
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Participants both acknowledged areas where the institution reacted well to meet needs of
students but perceived that professionals were left to fill the gaps of technology or
training as needed on their own. In the cases were staff found answers to gaps in at-home
technology needs, the College did not offer reimbursement for personal expenditures.
SQ3. What personnel challenges were discovered that created barriers to the
transition to online student support services?
In review of the responses, 66% of the participants reported that they felt
personally comfortable with transitioning to online support services but only 61%
believed the personnel, as a whole, were prepared for such a move. Themes for these
responses focused on Technology, Personal Preparedness, and Leadership/Institutional
Preparedness. Many of the responses highlighting technology successes and shortfalls
closely mirror the previously reported responses. Positive perceptions emphasized
existing online and virtual formats, institutional technology provided to staff members,
and coordination with other departments. Negative perceptions included the lack of
sufficient internet connectivity in a home office and inexperience with software being
used.
Personal preparedness.
In evaluating the responses, Personal Preparedness focused on how each member
could adapt to the change and find solutions. Neal, an administrator (16-20 years of
experience), shared, “The personnel at this institution worked hard to address all student
needs- new software was used and student support services were flexible and adapted on
a daily basis, as needed.” Doug also emphasized the sense of adaptability, admitting, “We
were not fully prepared to make such a transition so quickly. However, service was only
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interrupted for the period of one week after spring break. Overall, we adapted very well.”
Staff member Merle identified that having skills such as an “open mind, willingness to be
flexible, individual research on various resources such as Calendly, WebEx, Zoom,” was
a way for staff members to prepare for and excel in the transition. Negative perceptions
about being personally prepared for the transition acknowledged staff members’ feelings
of unfamiliarity with what they would be doing and technology that they would utilize to
provide services. Werner, a staff member (6-10 years of experience), expressed the
concern of being,
not familiar with virtual activities that we could do with students. I used our
current students as a resource to help me come up with fun virtual activities, and I
did online research of my own to find fun opportunities for our students.
While Doug, a staff member, championed the personnel’s ability to be adaptive, he also
expressed personal apprehension about having, “limited experience in providing some
services via online. However, I was not prepared to provide services completely and
exclusively online.” In summary, participants acknowledged everyone’s ability to be
flexible to the situation but struggled individually with portions of the at-home work
environment.
Leadership/institutional preparedness.
Personnel identified areas both where the institution excelled and where
opportunities for improved preparation existed. Staff member Lou stated, “Our institution
was already integrating virtual formats of meetings and trainings, so the transition to
using this technology was easy.” Staff member Vilma commented, “The college provided
enough background knowledge of the basic information needed for me to be
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comfortable.” Additionally, Della, a staff member (6-10 years of experience), indicated
that, “The college quickly researched options and made the changes necessary. Some of
the changes are still available even though we are mostly back to normal.” Others did not
see the institution’s preparedness as positively as these participants. Table 8 reports some
of the other negative perceptions focused on communication and training.

Table 8. Personnel Preparedness and Leadership Concerns
Pseudonym

Position

Experience

Marylou

Staff

5 years or less

“Better direction and communication from
upper Management was needed.”

Isaac

Staff

16-20 years

“They were not prepared. We needed more
training.”

Romeo

Director

11-15 years

“Really we were just told get on with it.”

Administration was not unsympathetic to the sudden transition in the work experience of
the staff members. Cecil, an administrator, expressed concern for the work-life balance of
employees:
Working from home was a challenge for employees with small children. They
were required to be available to students, supervisors, and other employees;
however, small children needed care. Having a rotating schedule to allow all
needs to be served while caring for children would have been better and alleviated
stress.
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Staff member Gilda expressed the general consensus of, “It caught us all off guard and
we did our best. I think because we all have experience with this type of transition now,
we will be more prepared in the future.”
SQ4. Which student groups were adversely affected by the transition to online
student support services?
The COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent school closures had immediate impacts
on all student groups as they had to grapple with challenges to financial securities,
feelings of isolation, and other social and physical challenges related to the illness
(Birmingham et al., 2021). The current survey did illicit some participant responses that
indicated all student groups were affected by the transition to online support services.
Dylan, an administrator, related that, “Almost every type of student experienced
challenges in this format. I believe that most adapted well however.” Six participants
documented the efforts that the institution made to mitigate the challenges and continue
providing support services to students. Armand, a staff member (6-10 years of
experience), reported “Students that did not have access to internet or a laptop were given
the opportunity to drive to campus to check out a laptop or use the internet while on
campus.” Jacinto, a director (5 years or less experience), underscored the staff’s
dedication to, “If a student had connectivity issues, we would just call them instead and
email the helpful documentation afterwards.”
However, evaluation of the data illuminated three student groups that the
participants perceived to have been challenged the most by the transition of services.
Coding analysis identified these groups as non-traditional students, the technology
challenged, and students receiving accommodations based on the American with
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Disabilities Act (ADA). Werner and Deena, staff members (6-10 years of experience),
recounted that “Many of our older students did not have laptops” and “many of the ADA
students and non-traditional students are not computer literate and had a difficult time
using the online format” respectively. The non-academic responsibilities faced by many
non-traditional students and the lack of adequate at-home study space in their home
during lockdown created new challenges to navigate in their academic-life balance
(Raaper et al., 2021; Vaughn, 2006; Waters-Bailey et al., 2019). The perception of the
difficulties encountered by students requiring ADA accommodations mirror the findings
of other COVID transition research that cited student difficulty in obtaining adequate
accommodations in the online environment (Gin et al., 2021). Further, special attention
was paid to the lack of physical technology, or the knowledge needed to operate the
technology used by the students. Various participants reported both difficulties and
solutions offered by the institution referenced in Table 9.
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Table 9. Student Support Perceptions
Pseudonym

Position

Experience

Werner

Staff

6-10 years

“Many of our older students did not have
laptops. So, we provided laptops to students
as well as Wi-Fi in a specific parking lot.”

Ariel

Staff

16-20 years

“Students with poor/no internet and
equipment.”

Vilma

Director

5 years of
less

“Many students did not own their own
computer to be able do their work.”

Neal

Dean or
Higher

16-20 years

“Not all students had laptops/computers to
address online format. We received a grant
and implemented a laptop loan program to
address these gaps. This opportunity was
open for all students.

Marcos

Director

11-15 years

“I believe those living in rural areas were
the most heavily affected.”

These responses also point out that the solution to students’ lack of technology was
addressed by having the students come to campus. Prokes and Housel (2021) pointed out
that while students may have the technological hardware, internet connections may not be
substantial enough to perform their work. This solution could have created yet another
hurdle in that students may not have felt safe with such travel and interaction in the midst
of the pandemic closures.
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SQ5. How can the current transition initiatives be implemented in order to mitigate
any future losses?
The participants overwhelmingly indicated that the transition to online student
support services was successful and could be utilized again with 85% providing positive
perceptions. Table 10 outlines some of those perceptions.

Table 10. Institutional Preparedness for Future Interruptions
Pseudonym

Position

Experience

Marcos

Director

11-15 years

Jacinto

Director

5 years of less “We have adopted many of the practices
we were “forced” to make during COVID
into our daily routines.”

Armand

Staff

16-20 years

“The College is purchasing more tools so a
student can be 100% online if needed.”

Neal

Dean or
Higher

16-20 years

“I believe we are more prepared after
learning what worked best and what
improvements are possible.”

Jimmy

Director

11-15 years

“Continuing improvements and updates
are being made to maintain the programs
and technology we installed.”

Gail

Director

6-10 years

“We have been trained and continued use
of some of the programs that allowed us to
offer virtual services.”

“You don’t know what you don’t know, so
this experience has taught us some of
those unknowns to be better prepared to
handle operations that way.”
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Staff member Marylou (less than 5 years of experience) expressed the institution’s
existing preparedness succinctly by sharing, “For the most part, yes. However, there are
still issues that have not been addressed and most of the employees need more training.”
According to other staff members, these areas include continuous improvement of and
updating of technology, increased opportunities for professional development and
training, and on-going protocol planning to include communication plans and defined
employee expectations from administration. Christi, a staff member (6-10 years of
experience), offered a perception that articulates how they felt the institution progressed,
we have had the experience and I feel are better prepared. A lot of our forms are
fillable online forms. We have implemented the online degree audit program,
Degree Works, and are still able to meet with students virtually as needed. I feel
we are putting the necessary technology in place to better serve our students both
in person and online.

Summary
Chapter IV presented data from 41 survey participants reporting their perceptions
of transitioning student support services to an online format during the COVID-19
pandemic school closures. Coding analysis produced two overarching themes of
Technology Challenges and Institutional / Personal Preparedness. Subsequent themes
emerged and were discussed according to their association with sub-research questions.
These themes will be utilized to provide recommendations for action and future research
in Chapter V.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS

Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative single case study was to explore administrators’
and staff’s perception of transitioning to online student support services during the
COVID-19 pandemic at a rural Mississippi community college. Specifically, the
investigation focused on the level of student support that the institutional offices
maintained throughout the use of online initiatives during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
study occurred at and focused on Magnolia Community College’s administrators and
staff employed in the Student Services Division. A bounded, single case study was
utilized as it has been identified as one of the most frequently used qualitative research
formats in education research and provides an avenue to review experiences holistically
(Floyd & Arthur, 2012; Gaya & Smith, 2016; Mercer, 2007; Trowler, 2011). The
researcher employed a qualitative survey with open-ended responses focusing on key
aspects of study within the transition to online student support services. Data from 41
participants were analyzed through hierarchical coding in order to establish themes and
then further scrutinized through subsequent rounds of coding (Patil, 2020). Two
overarching themes, Technology Challenges and Institutional / Personal Preparedness,
were supported by other emerging topics that provided insight to participant perceptions.
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Discussion of Findings
Survey responses presented perceptions that were interpreted as positive by the
majority of contributors. Participant responses focused on the themes of Technology and
Institutional/Personal Preparedness with other supportive themes emerging through
analysis. These findings strengthen recent research identifying technology
needs/acquisition and institutional infrastructure/instructional responsiveness as
important considerations in light of new online and virtual environments (ACE, 2020,
2021; Taylor et al., 2021; Turk et al., 2020). Participants acknowledged that, while many
felt stress and inadequacies as it related to technology availability and usage, the
institution performed admirably to mitigate any challenges faced by the employees and
students. These efforts indicated that the institution, and by extension the administrators
and staff, sought to lessen any negative impacts to student persistence and access to
support services. These efforts reinforced Baber’s (2018) research that student support
services are seen as crucial to underrepresented student populations that utilize
community colleges as access points to higher education (Dadgar et al., 2014).
Kotter’s Change Model (Kotter, 2012a) provided a structure by which to evaluate
perceptions of the Institutional/Personal Preparedness theme. While the pandemic and
governmental orders to close institutions artificially hastened Stage 1 of the model,
survey answers pointed directly to other stages as the institution navigated the transition.
Several participants pointed out that the administration monitored the situation and
provided strategic plans (Stages 2 and 3). Further, many participants readily noted the
institution’s ability to acquire new technology hardware and software to eliminate
challenges (Stage 5). Participants pointed out that there were opportunities for
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improvement in the areas of communication of the strategic plan and the celebrating of
quick, significant victories (Stages 4 and 6). However, it is clear that the overall
perception was that the institution continued to evaluate the situation, implemented new
policies, increased use of online and virtual environments, and assessed post-pandemic
student needs in an effort to maintain successful new practices as traditional face-to-face
operations resumed (Stages 7 and 8).

Sub-Research Questions Findings
The study was guided by one primary research question and five sub-research
questions to determine the perceptions of the participants as it related to the transition to
online student support services. A brief discussion on the findings follows.
SQ1. How did the student services practitioners' level of administrative
responsibilities influence their experiences of the transition to online support
student services?
Responses to the survey questions associated with this sub-research question were
divided along two primary lines. First, those that were part of the upper administrative
levels had a higher proportion of positive perceptions as compared to those in the lower
staff levels. Institutional leaders were more apt to comment on the institution’s planning
activities and the technology initiatives initiated. Staff members recounted the personal
challenges and difficulties they endured during the transition. Additionally, years of
professional service influenced the perceptions of the transition to online student support
services. Participants with less than five years and more than 20 years of experience
reported more positive perceptions than the remaining groups. The assertion can be made
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that newer professionals may not have a wealth of experience in which to compare these
actions. Likewise, those with the most experience may be able to realize that the
interruption would be a short-term disturbance. There were no significant findings
associated with the amount of time employed at MCC.
SQ2. What infrastructure deficits were discovered that had to be addressed in the
transition to online student support services?
Findings for this sub-research question supports Turk and colleagues’ (2020)
research highlighted the concern for accessing adequate technology and providing
resources to support student learning. Multiple participants reported on the lack of
sufficient internet access and outdated hardware. These perceptions characterized many
of the responses as it related to technology concerns. These challenges could have created
barriers as many community college students from underrepresented populations lack
equitable access to adequate learning technology (O’Keefe et al., 2020). These concerns
permeated through all levels of experience and positions. From the positive perceptions,
the institution was commended for its technology acquisition to mitigate student
challenges. This includes discussions on the implementation of new software, issuance of
laptops to students, establishment of hot spots on campus, and prompt coordination with
the Information Technology (IT) offices to be flexible and adaptable. The increased use
of technology revealed perceptions of poor training and inadequate communication from
institutional leaders. The participants acknowledged the increased flexibility displayed by
the administration and institution as a whole. This supports recent research that identified
constant situational evaluation and evolving transition plans as primary concerns for
institutions and administrators (Hart et al., 2021; Johnson et al., 2020; Seltzer, 2020a).
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The influence of programmatic changes within the staff’s daily workload created
identifiable work-life balance challenges that had to be remedied with little guidance
from leaders. While administrators had access to the ongoing discussions and planning,
reported perceptions indicated a clear division of remarks for the two groups.
SQ3. What personnel challenges were discovered that created barriers to the
transition to online student support services?
While technology continued as a focal point for this sub-research question, the
theme influenced the subsequent topic of personal preparedness. Participants reported
that the institution quickly provided technological solutions for transitioning personnel to
off-campus work locations. Formal professional training was offered with varying
degrees of success, according to the participants. However, the participants expressed
concerns about having to procure their own personal training opportunities and
improving their home technology infrastructure. These two points were pervasive and
provided influence for negative perceptions. Participants were supportive of the
institution’s existing disaster action plans but felt the current emergency was not
foreseen. With that in mind, participants requested additional training on how to both use
new technology and engage students in emerging online and virtual environments.
SQ4. Which student groups were adversely affected by the transition to online
student support services?
Participants identified non-traditional students, students with specific learning
needs, and those with little knowledge of technology as the most negatively impacted by
the transition. These results directly support research identifying particular
underrepresented student groups who enroll in community colleges in large numbers and
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the specific support needs for these student groups (Atherton, 2014; Dadgar et al., 2014;
Pierce, 2016). Participants reported that the institution provided technology solutions to
assist students in the transition. However, the assumption existed that the students would
have the inherent knowledge to operate within the new online and virtual environments,
the technological infrastructure in their home to access those environments, the means to
come to campus to access internet hot spots, or the courage to fight the stigma of asking
for help that can stifle these groups (Atherton, 2014). Responses from the surveys
acknowledged that students were having to learn how to quickly convert to an entirely
virtual learning experience and seek help through new avenues where both sides of the
communication may be slowed by technology shortcomings or end-user inexperience.
Other respondent concerns included students having adequate physical space a home to
complete their studies, accessing equivalent learning experiences for career and technical
hands-on courses, obtaining ADA accommodations outside the classroom, and increased
physical, mental, and financial hardships incurred from the pandemic.
SQ5. How can the current transition initiatives be implemented in order to mitigate
any future losses?
The majority of participants indicated positive perceptions of the institution’s
preparedness to react to emergencies. In fact, responses indicated the school and
administration were flexible and adaptable in seeking best practices and adjusting its
strategic plan as circumstances evolved. Additionally, findings indicated a strong belief
that the institution should continue to invest in updated technology infrastructure and
software, increase professional development related to those upgrades, and retention of
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pandemic practices that were successful in providing student support reinforcing research
by Turk and colleagues (2021).

Recommendations for Policy and Practice
Findings from the current study supports research that indicates community
college students from underrepresented populations require continuous access to support
services (Romano & Eddy, 2017; Roscoe, 2015). Survey responses highlighted that the
pandemic created an unforeseen interruption in services provided to those groups. The
information from the survey emphasized the need for community college leaders to
maintain these services even in times of closures. Additionally, university leaders can
gain insight to the impact that interruptions in support services can have an ongoing
effect on those transferring from the community college level.
This experience provided institutions an opportunity to evaluate practices before
the closures, during the pandemic, and following reopening. The pandemic and the
subsequent interruption in traditional learning environments emphasize the need for
administrative leaders to be vigilant in planning for the unknown. Institutions should
continue to evaluate those services that are offered to students in need of support and plan
for future interruptions. Those assessments need to include members from both the
administration and staff to ensure that recommendations are included from both the upper
level strategic planning and the lower level practitioner experiences. Inclusion of student
perspectives are also encouraged in order to maintain a pulse on their needs and choice of
technology interaction.
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Further, general emergency action plans should be continually assessed in order to
determine outdated practices and resources to adjust for institutional needs. Institutional
leaders must develop these strategies and recommendations without operating in a
vacuum. Such strategic planning should include a variety of constituents including
student representatives. While interruptions like the pandemic cannot be foreseen,
institutional preparedness must be the priority. Strategies should be clear and carry out
the mission of the institution. Those plans ought to include strategies on how to
communicate actions for all constituents to account for changes as the situation evolves.

Limitations
Limitations to this study includes the structure of a single case study. Single case
studies can restrict the application of findings because of the difficulty to equate one case
with another case (Stake, 1995). This particular case centers on a singular institution in
Mississippi. This institution’s experiences and perceptions of dealing with disaster
response may not equate to other institutions. The use of purposive convenience sampling
can also limit the ability to generalize this research to other cases. This sample was
chosen from the researcher’s place of employment and could have narrowed the study.
Additionally, the use of surveys rather than interviews limited the ability to gather in
depth data through follow-up questions. Future researchers investigating this topic should
account for such limitations in an effort to further literature and scholarship.

78

Recommendations for Future Research
The current research focused on the actions that were taken to maintain student
support services during an extended closure of MCC. As indicated in survey responses,
some of the measures executed were retained upon reopening the school during the return
to traditional learning formats. The researcher can continue the current exploration to
include longitudinal data on the continuation of those practices and their impact on
students requiring support services and the perceptions of practitioners on the
effectiveness of their usage. Results will submitted for publication to strengthen the
current research and its findings.
Further, the current study focused on the perceptions of community college
student support services practitioners. Future research should incorporate faculty
members to ascertain challenges and perceptions on transitioning into a holistic online
environment. Specifically, this research should include those in career and technical
education programs as they traditionally utilize hands-on learning severely impacted by
the virtual setting. The author also recommends that future research also include synopses
of any techniques or pedagogy that persists as academic pursuits return to traditional
face-to-face interactions.
Second, this research design and focus can be extended to include interviewing or
surveying students. It is important to consider the student experience as they transitioned
to the virtual and online environment and how it impacted their access to student support
services. This insight would provide administrators with student perceptions regarding
the acquisition and distribution of student technology, the preferred methods of learning
interactions, and the inclination of requesting and accessing support services.
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Additionally, the current study highlights the need for continued study on worklife balance as it relates to higher education professionals during times of change. In this
specific study, data indicated that there was a relationship between institutional closures,
workplace changes, and fluctuations in work-life balance. This imbalance can lead to
other institutional challenges such as employee burnout, retention of existing staff, and
recruitment of new professionals.
Finally, the current research can be extended to other institutions for comparison.
Two-year institutions within the state, region, and country can be analyzed for shared
experiences and perceptions. Additionally, MCC shares similar demographic make-ups
with 4-year institutions. Comparison research can be utilized to link student experience,
professional perceptions, and educational outcomes. Findings will both strengthen the
literature and provide recommendations for policy and for modifying practice.

Summary
The purpose of this case study was to explore community college administrators’
and staff’s perception of transitioning to online student support services during the
COVID-19 pandemic at a rural Mississippi community college. Findings illuminated the
importance of technology and preparedness when experiencing interruptions in normal
operations. Institutional leaders can glean that attention should be paid to institutional
plans and personnel challenges equally. Additionally, discoveries from this research
encourage community college administrators to continually evaluate best practices and
emerging technologies to guard against interruptions in student support services. These
actions should include maintaining updated employee technology and providing ongoing
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training to keep up with changes. This study extends the literature as it relates to the
specific perceptions of practitioners as higher education emerged from the COVID-19
pandemic. Analysis of emergent themes produced recommendations for future policy and
practice considerations.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Qualtrics Survey Instrument
Participation in this survey is voluntary. Answers to all questions below will remain
confidential to the researcher alone. All measures to ensure anonymity will be taken.
 I volunteer to participate in this study.
 I do not wish to participate.
1. What is your level of professional participation at the institution?
 Dean or Higher
 Director
 Other
2. How many years of experience do you have working with student support services?






5 years or less
6-10 years
11-15 years
16-20 years
20 or more years

3. How many years of experience do you have working with student support services at
this institution?






5 years or less
6-10 years
11-15 years
16-20 years
20 or more years

The following questions will be focused on the time period during the COVID-19
pandemic from April 2020-August 2021. Please limit all responses to activity during that
time.
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4. What support services did you provide students during the time period April 2020August 2021?
5. What support services did you provide through online or virtual formats?
6. Did you feel comfortable in transitioning to provide student support services via online
or virtual formats?
 Yes
 No. If no, what possible challenges did you envision?
7. When the institution transitioned to online support services, were there any resource or
logistical challenges that made providing assistance difficult?
 Yes. If yes, please describe those challenges.
 No
8. Describe the student groups or types of students you provided assistance through
online and virtual formats.
9. Were there any student groups or types of students who were adversely affected by the
use of online and virtual formats?
 Yes. If yes, please identify any and all groups adversely affected.
 No
10. In reflecting on the use of online and virtual formats to provide student support
services, do you feel the institution was prepared for such a transition?
 Yes
 No. If no, what could have the institution done to be better prepared?
11. In reflecting on the use of online and virtual formats to provide student support
services, do you feel the personnel was prepared for such a transition?
 Yes
 No. If no, what could have the institution done to be better prepare the personnel?
12. Do you feel the institution is better prepared to utilize online student support services
if the transition is needed again in the future?
 Yes
 No. If no, what can the institution do to better prepare itself?
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Appendix B: Participant Recruitment Email

The following was sent to the potential survey participants:

Dear [Pseudonym],
I am inviting you to take part in a research study to learn about your perceptions and
experiences in the transition to online student support services during the COVID-19
pandemic. Your participation will allow me to gain insight on perceived institutional and
personnel preparedness, student usage, and potential future initiative deployment.
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you chose to participate in the study, you will
complete the survey located at the link in the bottom of this email. There is little personal
risk to participating in this survey as all data will be kept anonymous and confidential.
You should be able to complete the survey in 20 minutes or less. You may choose not to
participate or withdraw from the study at any time without consequence.
Should you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at
cmb1105@jagmail.southalabama.edu.
Thank you for your consideration in participating.
[Qualtrics Survey Link]
Sincerely
Chris Bagwell, M.Ed.
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Appendix C: Participant Information Sheet

A Case Study of the Perception of the Online Transition of Student
Support Services at a Mississippi Community College
Chris Bagwell
College of Education & Professional Studies
University of South Alabama
University Commons 3360
Mobile, AL 36688
228-229-9993 / cmb1105@jagmail.southalabama.edu
INTRODUCTION
You are being invited to take part in a research study being conducted in the area of your
profession. Participation in this study is completely voluntary. Before you choose to
participate, you need to familiarize yourself with the research being conducted and what
your involvement would entail. This information sheet will provide the needed
information. Should you have questions or need additional clarification of any part of the
study and your participation, please contact me or the University of South Alabama
College of Education and Professional Studies for a better understanding.
WHAT IS THE STUDY ABOUT?
As part of my doctoral program, I am conducting research to gain information on your
perceptions of the transition to online student support services during the COVID-19
pandemic. The dissertation written at the conclusion of data analysis will seek to fill the
current gap in literature to better serve students.
DO I HAVE TO TAKE PART?
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. There is no penalty for choosing not to
participate and you may withdraw from the study at any time without the need to provide
reason.
WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO ME IF I TAKE PART?
If you choose to participate in the study, please fill out the survey sent to your
professional email. The survey is administered through the online survey service
Qualtrics. All responses will be received electronically, anonymous, and cannot be linked
back to you as a participant.
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Appendix C cont.

WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND BENEFITS OF TAKING PART IN
THIS STUDY?
There are no foreseeable or anticipated risks for participating in this research study.
Benefits will include providing accounts of your experience in assisting students during
the COVID-19 pandemic in an anonymous way that will expand current literature. At the
conclusion of the study, results will be made available for your review. Your honest
accounts and answers will be used to provide better assistance to future students at your
home institution and others like it.
WILL I GET ANYTHING TO DO THE STUDY?
You will not be compensated for participating in this study.
WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO THE RESULTS OF THE STUDY?
Data collected from your participation will be used for the complete of dissertation work
by the principal investigator. Results will be published in that dissertation and possibly in
a scholarly journal.
WILL TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY BE CONFIDENTIAL?
No personal identifiable information will be collected in the survey to maintain
anonymity. Surveys received will be assigned a number for identification purposes. All
responses and notes will be seen only by the researcher and designated university
officials assisting in data analysis. All data will be stored securely and destroyed one year
from the date of collection. At no time will survey responses be out of the researcher’s
possession and security.
WHO SHOULD I CONTACT FOR MORE INFORMATION?
If you have any questions regarding the study or your participation not answered in this
participant information sheet, please contact Chris Bagwell at 228-229-9993 or
cmb1105@jagmail.southalabama.edu.
Additional Information
You can withdraw from the study at any time without consequence. Please contact me at
cmb1105@jagmail.southalabama.edu or the Institutional Review Board at the University
of South Alabama at (251) 460-6308 if you have questions about your rights as a
research subject.
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